The aim of this study was to present baseline data on the access to Internet by French breast cancer patients attending genetic clinics and to examine factors affecting Internet health-related use. Twenty-four percent of participants used Internet to obtain information about the disease. This rate was higher among patients with health occupations [adjusted odds ratio (adjOR) 2.6; 95% confidence interval (CI) 1.3-5.1], the most highly educated (adjOR 2.1; 95% CI 1.1-4.0) and those under 41 years of age (adjOR 7.3; 95% CI 2.1-26.2). Almost one of every three women was dissatisfied of this source of information.
Background
The rates of health-related Internet use by cancer patients reported in the literature vary between 8 and 50% 1 and between 10 and 44% in the case of breast cancer patients, 2 but few European studies are available on this topic. 3 Here, we present baseline data on the access to Internet by breast cancer patients attending hereditary cancer clinics and examine whether sociodemographic factors and having a health-related occupation may affect these patients' rates of Internet use.
Materials and methods
Data obtained in a survey on the national impact of a patient information booklet about BRCA1/2 mutation genetic testing were used in this study. 4 After univariate analyses, a logistic regression predicting health-related Internet use was conducted on the women with access to Internet (SPSS 11.5 software). P-values (in twosided tests) of <0.05 were taken to be statistically significant.
Results
Among the 644 women included, 560 (87%) mailed back their questionnaire. There were no significant differences between the medical characteristics and the age of respondents compared with non-respondents. 4 Among the respondents, 272 (48.6%) had access to Internet (Table 1) and 136 (24.3%; 50% of the latter group) consulted Internet to obtain health information.
In those with access to Internet, after multivariate adjustment, health-related Internet use decreased with age but increased with the educational level and increased among those with a healthrelated occupation (Table 2) . Women with a present or past healthcare occupation were found to be 2.6 times [adjusted odds ratio (adjOR); 95% confidence interval (CI) 1.3-5.1] more likely to use Internet than women with other occupations.
The opinions expressed about the websites visited were positive (23.8%), negative (31.7%) or both positive and negative (11.1%); 33.3% had no specific opinion. Among the Internet users, there were two kinds of negative comments worth mentioning: first, the fact that it is difficult to understand detailed medical website information, which was said to be stressful, and, second, the fact that patients would have preferred to be given an address to consult rather than having to look for one by themselves, especially because many medical websites are in English.
Discussion
Health-related use of Internet by French cancer patients seems to be one of the lowest reported so far in cancer patients, even in this sample with a high educational level.
Here, we confirm previous findings on the impact of age and educational characteristics on Internet use. [1] [2] [3] Because women in our sample had reasonably easy access to Internet, other factors such as a poor grasp of English or unfamiliarity with medical terminology may play a role.
Regular Internet use has been previously reported to be higher among doctors and nurses than their patients. 5 The present findings show that healthcare providers also use Internet more frequently when hit by disease, regardless of their age and education. This confirms that familiarity with medical websites and terminology greatly facilitates the use of this information source. Familiarity with the language also appears to be a key issue, and quality-controlled sites giving good translations would surely be welcome in places Further research is now required to monitor the access of patients to medical websites. These sites are generally thought to provide convenient and inexpensive means of making updated detailed information available to the public. 6 However, most patients with chronic diseases, especially cancer, tend to be elderly people who are not at ease with computers, 7 and according to our results, almost one of every three women is dissatisfied with Internet as a means of obtaining health-related information. We therefore emphasize the need to tailor the means of delivering information of this kind to the patients' characteristics.
